This study shows how the critical realist layering of experiences, events and causal tendencies allows a new explanation of the gender and class conflicts underlying the growth of permanent part-time employment in Australia during the structural adjustment phase of Labor rule, from July 1987 to March 1996. It juxtaposes labour force statistics and a small case study to challenge the two prevailing accounts of part-time work as contingent, lowskilled employment, and as a new standard mode of family-friendly career employment. At the level of events, the case study documents the micropolitical and macropolitical processes whereby Transco management secured a new source of surplus value in response to crisis, and at the same time used articulation workers to enhance its capacity to realize this value by competing successfully for market share. The bargaining process by which permanent part-time shift work was introduced is shown to have helped reproduce the historical gendering of workplace and social divisions of labour, albeit with some new 1990s inflections. At the level of experiences, evidence from case study interviews is used to establish how the work in question diverged from the stereotyped view of permanent part-time work as family-friendly standard career employment. It also shows that whilst the work was tightly controlled and subject to intensification, high levels of communication and coordination skill were required by a labour process designed to link an unpredictable clientele into the often disrupted routines of the enterprise. At a deeper explanatory level, the paper argues that in Australia between 1987 and 1996, part-time employment was employers' preferred solution to problems of meshing work and family. This solution avoided disrupting value relations through a radical change in the relationship between paid and unpaid work established during the family wage era.
Statistics
Between August 1987 and August 1995 in Australia, service industry jobs grew faster than overall employment, and 64.9% of the net additional jobs were filled by women. The age structure of women's employment continued to shift away from the youth labour market model which until the late 1970s had been an outcome of the family wage settlement on which the Australian arbitration system had been based. Between August 1987 and August 1995, 77 .3% of women's employment increase was concentrated amongst those aged 35 and over (Australian Bureau of Statistics 1996) . This was mainly an employer demand phenomenon, as the female workforce was ageing faster than the population overall, in a climate where high unemployment created a buyers' market. By 1995, 25% of all employment in Australia was part-time -a high level by international standards. The usual analysis of this phenomenon, derived from UK and North American literature, is that it represents a growth in precarious jobs, occupied by a contingent workforce. This workforce is often characterized in terms of low skills, low commitment and high turnover -a stereotyping which fails to differentiate between the qualities of jobs or of their incumbents.
In Australia between 1987 and 1995, however, the contingent workforce analysis applied less to mature-aged women than to men. Between 1987 and 1995, 94% of men's employment growth was concentrated in casual jobs, both part-time and full-time. By contrast, 24.5% of the growth in women's employment was in permanent fulltime jobs, and another 30.9% of jobs growth was in permanent part-time employment. Throughout the period, permanent part-time employment remained 87% female, and it is this phenomenon which the present paper seeks to explain.
Prevailing accounts
The conventional view of permanent part-time employment in Australia, is that, like American-style 'retention' part-time employment', it is a 'family-friendly' work form. Based on the EEO model of an individually-negotiated, temporary and reversible reduction in hours, permanent part-time work is supposedly a way for employers to preserve the careers of valued employees whilst allowing them to deal with pressing life cycle demands such as child or elder care 2 (Romeyn 1992; Tilly 1992) . Following the 1990 ratification of ILO Convention 156, the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) urged affiliates to pursue this model, not only for permanent full-timers seeking additional time for child-rearing, but also through the difficult project of converting existing casual positions to permanent part-time ones.
Unfortunately, this model of permanent part-time employment was confounded with a new type of employer-initiated permanent part-time employment, which had the security of 'retention' part-time work, but the dead-end career status, low pay and lack of internal mobility characteristic of 'contingency' part-time employment. The lowgrade non-career status of this form of permanent parttime work belied its skill content.
Mature-aged women's part-time employment growth was concentrated in health and education services and in finance, property and business services -not low-skill areas. Even in the transport and storage industry, where severe rationalisations in the public sector had led to a net loss of women's jobs, this case study documents the cre- ation of a new workforce of permanent part-time staff, mature-aged and mainly women. This example, although small-scale, has been chosen because it allows an analysis of managerial objectives and union responses in bringing such a workforce into being.
Events
Between July 1987 and March 1996 federal governments in Australia addressed the international flexibility agenda by corporatizing and privatizing government enterprises and by fostering the decentralisation of bargaining over wages and conditions. In 1991 a short-lived tripartite agreement to define labour market flexibility primarily in terms of skill-based career paths and labour adjustment mechanisms gave way to a system in which workplaces became the level at which productivity distribution was bargained. In the national industrial relations arena, collective bargaining was devolved within centralized guidelines, and within a rights-based legislative framework based on ILO standards. Employers thus gained a measure of 'procedural flexibility' -the removal of central constraints on managerial prerogative. They used it partly to pursue increased numerical flexibility -the use of 'non-standard' casual, part-time and short-term contract employment. They also pursued greater temporal flexibility -the freedom to arrange working hours without incurring penalties for overtime, evening or weekend work. One legacy of the 1987-1991 skills agenda, however, was an extension of the concept of 'skill' to the growing service industries (National Training Board 1992; Poynton 1993). Permanent part-timers, however, did not seem to benefit from any major revaluing of women's service skills. The unionized transport/travel industry organisation Transco was significant enough in federal budgets for the government and the ACTU to have negotiated central guidelines for its downsizing, merger and coporatization (the 1992-1994 Transco 'rescue package'). The 'trial' introduction of permanent part-time work in customer service areas was the last issue in the 'rescue package' to be resolved. In 1994, management stated that agreement would have to be reached on this matter, before it would embark on a second round of wage bargaining. Management's practical medium-term goal was to achieve 15% permanent part-time employment in customer service areas (Interview: Industrial Relations Manager, Transco, November 1994).
Permanent part-time work was trialed, purely on the basis of rotating shift work rosters operating round the clock every day of the year. In this way, daily and seasonal fluctuations in customer contact could be managed by adjusting staffing levels in accordance with customer flow. In the telephone sales area, for example, the number of queued inquirers who discontinued their call was constantly computer-monitored over every half-hourly interval, as the basis for calculating the additional staff hours needed. The lowest-cost mix of full-time and part-time staff could then be calculated in order to cover daily fluctuations during a given roster period. Shifts of varying lengths could be combined, and starting hours could be staggered, in order to vary the numbers on duty in a work centre, from half a dozen up to ninety during any 24-hour period. Moreover, a proportion of the part-timers was deployed on annualized, rather than weekly rosters, so that seasonal fluctuations could be managed by varying daily hours (and pay) from four to the full-time equivalent of 7.6:
We can work them up to 7.6 hours per day which works out to be what? 38 hours a week ... What we basically say to them is that we will provide you with a minimum of four hours a day. And we try and make them see it as, 'That's what I'm going to get and I'm happy with that and anything I get over and above that's a bonus' (Manager Telephone Sales Unit, Transco, November 1994).
In addition to these rostered variations in hours, management proposed that part-timers could be called upon to work up to 7.6 hours a day at short notice to cover 'routine contingencies' such as those often created by unexpected delays resulting from weather, safety and traffic congestion. Rescheduling meant that customer service workers had to arrange new connections and manage high volumes of inquiries, often distressed or ill-tempered. Full-timers had been paid overtime penalties to handle this additional workload, but management was aiming to deploy parttimers at ordinary-time rates. In 1994, this proposal was the main final sticking point in the bargained introduction of permanent part-time shift work.
There was disagreement on this matter between the two divisions of the relevant union, which had both recently amalgamated with a larger service workers' union. The division which had formerly represented male administrative staff, but now had a new complement of feminist officers, argued that any hour additional to those in the permanent part-time contract should be treated as overtime. In the predominantly female division representing lowergrade workers anxious to preserve full-timers' access to overtime, the right-wing leadership argued:
What we're trying to do is actually look for true part-timers ... [I]f they're only rostered for 20 hours and the manager comes up and says 'We've got an extra 5 hours; do you want to work it?' You say, 'I can't; I've got child care' (Federal Official, Clerical Division, Service Workers Union, September 1994).
By December 1994, this view had prevailed. Management commented:
I have to say it is extremely cost effective from our point of view ... say we bring them in for a four hour shift, ... we might say to them, 'Oh, we're busy. Would you like to stay an extra hour or two?' They're actually only paid at ordinary rates (Manager, Domestic Telephone Sales Unit, Transco, November 1994).
A second provision written into the December 1994 agreement also allowed management to contain the wage costs through a provision restricting the mobility of the new permanent part-time workforce into the permanent fulltime stream. This provision was also a response to fears amongst full-time employees, supported by the 'rightwing' union division, that recent recruits would use parttime employment as a means of queue-jumping in the organisation's highly competitive internal labour market:
...unfortunately, we've had people in the past who...use it asa stepping stone. That wasn't really the idea for the part time employment... (Union Delegate, Joint Consultative Committee, November 1994).
This attempt to cordon off part-timers' access to full-time career jobs coincided with management objectives. The Unit Manager was working actively to recruit people who would remain as part-timers:
I've got a group of part-timers in training at the moment, started about three weeks ago. None of them want full-time work .... And this is the sort of person I'm looking at because they'll get a core group of people in here that will be stable and experienced and they'll be very, very productive for us (Manager, Telephone Sales Unit, Transco, November 1994).
Originally, only the lowest classification band was to be open to part-timers. The 'left' union managed to widen this to the four lowest bands, thus creating a truncated career path.
Despite management's preparedness to make individual exceptions, the overall effect was that permanent part-time employment was introduced on the traditional model of a segregated non-career workforce segment. The legitimation was the stereotypical notion of part-time employees as secondary labour market workers whose primary responsibility lay with their families. Thus as late as 1994, there was a reproduction of the work/family division of labour, and of the gendered skill hierarchies, that had applied during the family wage era.
Experiences
The 'left' union held a conventional labour process view that the part-timers' service work was deskilled. An official described a telephone sales room as:
... the classic Fordist workplace in the white collar area -... you'll see 30-40 [women] in a room and gay men, standing around or sitting around with a terminal and a phone headset -answering reservations inquiries and working on the terminal. Now the culture of that not very skilled work has led to a very transitional work that has suited women workers and men who for cultural reasons have found it difficult to organise careers (Federal Industrial Officer, Service Union Transport Branch).
The key features of this description are the linking of gender and sexuality to low-skill, highly controlled work analogous to manufacturing process work, and the absence of a career path. The experiences of the 'trial' shift workers were in tension with these stereotypes in several important ways.
Observation suggested that the employees were engaged in mindless process work, in that they were pinned down to screens by headsets which one informant described as 'umbilical cords'. Nevertheless their unobservable interactions required constant alertness, initiative, responsiveness and contingency management. The employees emphasized their responsibility:
And particularly here, we're on the coal-face: we're the people that deal with the passengers first off. We're also the revenue people, who bring in the money, so I don't think our level of responsibility is accepted on the bigger picture at all (Transco Telephone Sales Staff, November 1994).
Management agreed, emphasising the communication skills required in the work:
The big issue is the maturity ... we have very good customers that we deal with and we have some very difficult customers who can really, really break people. I have seen people throw headsets down and walk away in tears ... you need people who can get past that, and generally it's life experience that gives you that ... Or be able to defuse the situation and turn the situation round (Manager Telephone Sales Unit, November 1994).
The employees described the need to bring research skills into play in order to mobilize instantaneous responses to non-routine requests:
We're asked all sorts of things that you wouldn't even think people would want to ask us, you know (laughs), like where do you park your car in Afghanistan, almost -things like that. And we're meant to come up with an answer: you do have to research it (Transco Telephone Sales Staff, November 1994).
One call might require them to turn abusive behaviour into sales revenue, the next might require them to engage in pleasant chat whilst searching through sequences of screens for obscure on-line information. Management was explicit that the work had been set up as permanent, rather than casual, part-time employment, precisely because at least six months' on-the-job training was required before employees had mastered the knowledge, skills and attitudes to become productive.
The work was done under high pressure, but unlike the assembly line, it required the internalization of controls through a performance management system:
We also count the number of bookings they make. That's done through the system. We get a report on it every day and we're looking for conversion rates of around about ... 20%. So ... we're saying that for every five telephone calls you're taking, we should be getting the one booking. There should be a sale in that. So we look at that as a benchmark for all staff ... And we sort of look at that and see if they're progressing (Manager Telephone Sales, Transco, November 1994).
Pleasant interaction and persuasive selling had to be maintained in an environment where flashing lights at each end of the room constantly recorded the number of callers waiting:
A:… A couple of days there last week, between 9.30 and 11.30 am, we had something like ninety-five calls on hold all morning ... Interviewer: Is that a pressure on you? General voices: 'Yes'; 'I'll say... B: Terrible, yes, you just get off one -they're all the time. C: Constant. And they're always complaining, 'Why has it taken you so long to answer the phone?' (Part-Time Telephone Sales Officers, Transco, November 1994) The work thus required an integration of the use of technology, emotional labour, problem-solving, information management and persuasion, all within very tight time frames. Permanent part-time rosters were the source of both the intensity and of the skills.
Management freely admitted that the rosters were far from family-friendly:
The part-timers came to us and said, 'This rostering is really awful. It's difficult for us' ... And we said..., 'We certainly understand your point, with children and that type of thing. But you've also got to understand ours' (Manager Employee Relations, Transco, October 1994). We're very clear about that when we hire them ... we try not to paint it as a bed of roses ... We want them to really make a good considered decision before they accept employment with us because of the cost of training (Manager Domestic Telephone Sales Unit Transco, November 1994).
The lack of career prospects was already emerging as a point of major discontent. One woman spoke enthusiastically about the security of the job, but said, when asked to identify the key issue that should emerge from the case study:
I think the career path is an important one. If you're a parttimer, I think you should be entitled to expect a career path just as much as anyone doing full-time (Part-Time Shift Worker, Transco, November 1994).
In another focus group, a young man employed in Transco's IT subsidiary expressed a strong desire to work part-time, but commented:
I wouldn't want to go to part-time if that meant I wasn't going to have any sort of career path ... If that was one of the conditions of being part-time, that would be outrageous (Training consultant, Transtek, October 1994). This comment helps explain, from the labour supply side, why relatively few men were to be found in permanent part-time employment. For reasons already indicated, however, demand-side explanations are also required.
Underlying causes
One such explanation for the gendered growth of permanent part-time work is that it was a means of recruiting mature-aged women into jobs requiring 'articulation work skills'. Suchman (1994) used this term to refer to the integration of technology into a labour process involving interactive service delivery and the rapid absorption, management and communication of abstract, technology-mediated information. I extend the term by including emotional labour skills, such as controlled responsiveness and the management of reactions, including frustration, anxiety and anger. Further, I include the tacit exercise of responsibility without authority, as well as organisational skills, such as the anticipation of problems, the making good of gaps; the management of interruptions and multiple simultaneous demands, and the maintenance of on-going information flows and communication networks.
Articulation work skills became important in the period 1987-1996, as organisations attempted to market new service products, competing for market share on the basis of service innovation and quality. Service providers were competing to offer new services to individual and corporate customers in a period of global over-accumulation. Market share was important in allowing the realisation of value created through the production process in new service industries.
This paper assumes that the labour process and wage system are organized around the objective of extracting surplus value from employees, regardless of whether they are producing goods or services. It is not epiphenomenal use values, but the substance of value in the labour process, and the exchange values equilibrating socially necessary labour times which are important in creating and realising value.
Management used gender, maturity and experience as imprecise proxies for the skills that were required in the marketing and realisation process. Permanent part-time employment was a way of recruiting people with these skills. It offered the additional advantage that management was able to pay mature-aged female labour market reentrants at entry-level wages. The identification of work intensification with deskilling made it harder to challenge the low status and pay of part-time work. The location of permanent part-time jobs in a separate non-career labour market segment facilitated the mismatch between skill and pay.
There was no necessary connection between articulation work skills, gender and age These skills could have been developed by training. Nor was there any necessary connection between articulation work skills and part-time employment. In the 1980s and 1990s, for contingent historical reasons, part-timers were seen as likely to be able to transfer such skills from their unwaged lives to their work experience.
There was, however, a direct causal connection between the creation of value in the service sector labour process, and the growth of permanent part-time rotating shift-work. Because interactive service work has an irreducible minimum of labour-intensiveness, it becomes all the more necessary to organize its labour process so that every paid hour is worked at peak intensity.
Thus the systemic introduction of permanent part-time work had little to do with family-friendliness or with overcoming the evils of casualization. Rather, the on-going employment guaranteed by permanent part-time work, when introduced on the basis of rotating shift work rosters and accompanied by the option of monthly or annual averaging of hours, was a necessary condition for securing an extremely finely-tuned temporal flexibility, allowing work intensification. Flexible rostering was designed to meet predictable workload fluctuations. In addition, provision for part-time hours to be 'flexed' up to full-time levels enabled the enterprise to reduce the overall size of the workforce required to meet a given level of customer needs.
Payment of unrostered part-time hours at ordinary time rates was a windfall bonus for employers, as was the prevention of easy mobility from permanent part-time to fulltime positions. These two outcomes, whilst contingent, would necessarily result in the constitution of permanent part-time work as a non-career ghetto.
In the Transco case, men and women were both being recruited as permanent part-timers. As permanent parttime employment was still 87% female, this was slightly unusual. Between 1987 and 1996, employer organisations tended to advocate female part-time employment in preference to other work/family options. Part-time work allowed women to continue in their historical role as primary household caregivers, albeit with some difficulty. If women were no longer available to do this work, it would need to be monetarized. Its market value would need to be factored into wages, reducing the rate of relative surplus value. Space prevents an elaboration of a further layer of explanation. The next step, however, is to show that in Australia in the 1990s, money is a gendered phenomenon, because the gender relations, both of unpaid work and of intensified service work, are inscribed in the socially necessary labour time expressed by exchange values.
Critical realism in cultural studies
Dave Beech and John Roberts' latest contribution (1998) to the New Left Review aesthetics debate is a significant document, not only in terms of the position it advances within that debate, but also in that it represents, I believe, an important advance in the development of a critical realist aesthetics. It is on this aspect that I would like to concentrate here rather than on the task of placing 'Tolerating Impurities: An Ontology, Genealogy and Defence of Philistinism' within the overall debate.
As far as I am aware the first use of Roy Bhaskar's work in the field of cultural studies was by Terry Lovell (1980). There she drew upon A Realist Theory of Science primarily to defend a concept of realism. She admits, however, to being puzzled as to how, within a Bhaskarian framework, one can move from the natural to the social sciences (102). There is also a reference to Bhaskar in a footnote in Fred Inglis (1982) . But I am not at all sure that Inglis' interpretation of Bhaskar as a putative defender of Leavis' 'naturalism' is anything other than fanciful (107 & 229) . Leavis, as I read him, longed for an identity between subject and object in a way that Bhaskar would never countenance.
Interesting as Lovell's and Inglis' use of Bhaskar is, theirs is still a marginal relationship to critical realism. Beech and Roberts take us much closer to integrating aesthetics, cultural studies and critical realism. However, I believe a crucial gap still remains in that I am unconvinced that they fully see their work as underlabouring for an emancipatory aesthetic practice. In what follows I hope to show how their work can be built upon and further dialecticized and thus incorporated within critical realism.
Defence of philistinism
In their opening salvo in the aesthetics debate Beech and Roberts made use of Bhaskar's concept of fusion and fission in their discussion of ideology (1996:102-27) . Interesting as this is, it is largely peripheral to the development of their main argument which is the advancement and defence of the role of the philistine in the construction of an alternative aesthetic sensibility. However, with their latest offering, they move Bhaskar to a much more central position and employ his concept of absence. I have argued elsewhere that it is on the terrain of absence that a Bhaskarian aesthetics is to be built. However, I have taken the view that absence has another side to it, canvassing the notion of total absence as an alternative to aesthetic plenitude (MacLennan 1998).
Briefly, Beech and Roberts set out to question the derogation of the philistine. To do this, they construct an ontology of the philistine and the aesthete. This involves the use of Bhaskarian concepts of absence and relationality. We are given a genealogy of the philistine which serves to historicize the process of cultural division. There is in addition a very useful and insightful account of cultural studies and the impasse with critical theory. They also weave into this account the Marxist concept of alienation. The article concludes with a schematic switch to what they term 'philistine modes of attention'.
I will give a response to each of these sections but first let me say that, despite my reservations -and these should become clearer -I acknowledge and endorse the overall
